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Prologue



Have you heard the story of The Rose Petal Beach?


The legend of the woman who gave up her whole life for love? She walked around and across the expanse of a deserted island, looking for her beloved who had been lost at sea. Her love was so rare and wondrous, so deep and beautiful and pure, that as she walked her feet were cut by the sharp pebbles on the beach and every drop of blood turned into a rose petal until the beach became a blanket of perfect red petals.


Have you heard the story of The Rose Petal Beach?
 

Is it a story worth killing for?
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Tami



This is where my life begins.


Not thirty-six years ago in a hospital in London. Not seventeen years ago when I moved out of my parents’ house to live in a smart but compact bedsit all on my own. Not fourteen years ago when I moved to Brighton. Not twelve years ago when I married my husband. Not even nine years ago when I had my first child. Not seven years ago when I had my second child. My life begins now.


With two burly, uniformed policemen, and one slender plainclothes policewoman standing in my living room, about to arrest my husband.


Five minutes ago


Five minutes ago, Cora, my eight-year-old was on her hands and upside down. She was showing her dad what she had done at school that day in gymnastics. ‘I want to go to the Olympics one day,’ she’d said, her curly hair, folded into two neat plaits, hung on each side of her face while her almost concave stomach strained as her arms trembled with the effort of being upside down for so long. Anansy, our six-year-old, was cuddled up in the corner of the large leather sofa, wearing her pink, brushed-cotton sheep-covered pyjamas, while telling a knock-knock joke.


Scott had finally laid aside his mobile and BlackBerry, both of which he’d been on since he walked in the door, all during dinner, and now in the minutes we had together before the girls were meant to head upstairs to bed. I had been tempted by that point of the evening to calmly walk over to him, take both his phones from his hands and then just as serenely put my heel through the screen of each of them. Maybe if I broke the link, severed his connection with the office, he would finally leave work and his mind would join his body in the house.


Three minutes ago


Three minutes ago, I was nearest the living-room door, so when the doorbell sounded, followed by a short, loud knock, and I had watched Cora collapse happily – but safely – onto the floor, I went to the blue front door. I wasn’t expecting anyone because everyone we knew would ring first – even the neighbours who would drop by had been ‘trained’ to send a text or call beforehand – no one turned up without notice any more. I’d walked to the door with anxiety on my heels. I’d seen a single magpie sitting on the fence this morning as I washed up after breakfast. Then another of those black and white birds was hopping around the garden when I came in from the school run.


When I opened the door and saw who was standing there, three people who had no real business being on my doorstep, I remembered the salt I spilt at dinner the other night that I’d simply brushed away instead of chucking a pinch of over my shoulder. I thought of the ladder I walked under last month before I even realised I’d done it. I recalled all the cracks in all the pavements I’d been stepping on all my life without a single thought for what they might do, how they might fracture my world at some undefined point in the future.


One minute ago


One minute ago, I thought to myself, Who’s died? at exactly the same time the policewoman said, ‘Hello, Mrs Challey. Is your husband in?’


I nodded, and they didn’t wait to be asked in, they entered and went straight for the living room as if they’d been there before, as if they regularly came storming into my life and my home without needing an invitation.


Now


And here we are, in the present, at that moment where my life is about to begin. I know it is about to begin because I can feel the world around me shifting: the air is different; the room that is like any other living room with a sofa and two armchairs, a rug and fireplace, and more pictures of the children than is strictly necessary gracing the walls, feels somehow altered now that these people are here. These police officers are here. My life is about to begin because I can feel around me the threads of my reality unravelling, waiting to be re-sewn into a new, unfamiliar tapestry.


‘Mr Scott Challey,’ the policewoman says, her mouth working in an odd fast-slow motion.


Everything has slowed down so it takes me an age to reach Cora and Anansy, to gather them to me, to hold them close while the policewoman speaks. And everything has speeded up, so a second ago the police officers were on the doorstep, now they are taking Scott’s hands and handcuffing him.


The police officer continues, ‘I am arresting you on suspicion of—’ She stops then, pauses at the accusation, the crime that has caused all this. She doesn’t seem the nervous or shy type, but apparently she is the sensitive type. She didn’t seem to notice Cora and Anansy before, but now she stops and shifts her eyes slowly but briefly in their direction before giving Scott a look. An intimate stare from a complete stranger that says they share something that does not need to be spoken; theirs is a connection that does not need words. In response, Scott, whose hands are now ringed by handcuffs, whose body is rigid and upright, nods at her. He is agreeing that she will not voice it in front of the children, he is accepting that she does not need to because he already knows what this is about.


Of course he knows what this is about. In the unfolding nightmare, in the girls clinging to me, in trying to comfort them while attempting to take in everything that is happening, I have missed Scott’s reaction to this: his face is anxious, unsettled – but not horrified. He is not responding like the rest of us are because he knew it would happen.


What is going on?


My fingers are ice-cold as I try to turn Cora’s head into my body; Anansy, who has been terrified of the police since I told her if she stole something from the corner shop again they would come and take her away, has already buried her face in my side, her tears shaking my body.


‘You do not have to say anything,’ the policewoman continues, her eyes focused on my husband. ‘But it will harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned, something which you later rely on in court.’


Will this really get to court? Surely it’s a mistake? Surely.


‘Anything you do say may be given in evidence.’


Scott’s impassive eyes watch her as she speaks.


‘Do you understand these rights as I have read them to you?’ she asks. Scott replies with a half-nod, then his eyes are on me. He knows what is going on, he knew this was coming and he didn’t bother to warn me.


Why? I think at him. Why wouldn’t you tell me this was going to happen?


He doesn’t reply to my silent question, instead he looks away, back to the door through which they are about to lead him.


When they have gone, I lower myself onto my knees and pull Cora and Anansy closer to me, bringing them as near as I can to make them feel safe, to make me feel safe, to protect us from the world around us that is unravelling so fast I cannot keep up.


This is where my life begins: with the sound of my daughters crying and the knowledge that my life is coming undone.





2



 



Tami



Twenty-five years ago


‘What are you here for?’ Scott Challey asked me. I wasn’t the sort of eleven-year-old who was usually to be found waiting in the corridor to see the headmaster, so it wasn’t a surprise that he asked me that.


‘They want me to be on the team for something the school is taking part in for the first time ever. It’s a great honour.’ I was a swot. I had friends who were swots and I was in all the top sets at school. I didn’t mind being a swot, it was just the way things were. ‘What about you?’


‘Same,’ he said, shrugging and looking away.


Scott Challey was not a swot. I knew that about Scott Challey. He was clever and in all the top sets, but he was a Challey, and everyone knew the Challey family. My mum always made sure none of us left the house without an ironed uniform, perfect hair and a bag of books filled with neatly completed homework. Scott’s parents thought their job was done because he was often seen at school and the letters they got home about his behaviour were proof that he went there at all (Mum said).


Whenever Mum or Dad saw one of the Challeys in the street they’d talk about them quietly afterwards but not so quietly we didn’t hear. We knew that they were people you crossed over the road to avoid. But you had to pretend that wasn’t why you crossed the road – they’d do you over if they thought you’d done that. They’d do you over for most things, I’d heard, but definitely for that because, I’d heard, you’d have made them work – i.e. cross the street to get you – to give you a beating, rather than just give you the beating you might have got from simply walking past them.


I wasn’t sure if I believed that the school would really ask Scott to do this. He was always in trouble. Like, last week in physics Mr McCoy asked Scott to answer a question in front of everyone on the blackboard. When Scott did it, Mr McCoy said that he’d got it wrong. A few people had snickered and Scott, with his eyes all wide and wild and angry, turned around and glared at us all. Everyone stopped laughing straight away. I hadn’t laughed because I knew Scott was right and Mr McCoy was wrong. When someone else put up their hand and said so, Mr McCoy had been embarrassed and said sorry to Scott. But Scott, now with his eyes narrow and mean, said, ‘If you ever do that to me again, I’ll cut your heart out with a spoon and feed it to my dog.’ Mr McCoy didn’t say or do anything. If it’d been anyone else he’d have shouted or sent them to the headmaster’s office but ’cos it was Scott, he knew that Scott would do it if he got him into trouble. And if Scott didn’t do it, he had a family who would.


‘Have the school really asked you to do this thing or are you joking with me?’ I asked him.


‘They really asked me. What would be funny about that?’


I shrugged. ‘I didn’t think you’d want to do it.’


We stood in silence, listening to the voices on the other side of the headmaster’s door. ‘Why did you say that spoon thing to Mr McCoy?’ I asked Scott. I couldn’t help myself. I had to know why someone would say such a thing.


‘He made everyone laugh at me.’


‘Not everyone laughed. I didn’t laugh. Loads of people didn’t laugh. More people didn’t laugh than did laugh.’


‘It felt like it.’


‘But why did you say that? It’s horrible.’


Scott shrugged. ‘Something I heard my brother say.’


‘But it’s horrible.’


‘So’s my brother, I suppose.’


‘OK.’


We didn’t say anything again for a long time. Then I said, ‘Just because your brother’s horrible, doesn’t mean you have to be.’


Scott stared at me. ‘Doesn’t it?’


‘No,’ I replied. ‘You can be nice if you want to. Or you can be not horrible. Like, see, my sister loves teddy bears, even though she’s miles older than me. I don’t have to like teddy bears because she does. You don’t have to be horrible because your brother is. You can be whoever you want.’


He frowned at me for ages like I’d spoken to him in another language that he didn’t understand. ‘Do you really think so?’


‘Yeah, course.’


We didn’t say anything to each other for ages and ages then I said, ‘Are you going to do this thing then?’


‘Dunno. Depends what my parents say. Are you?’


‘I don’t know, depends what my parents say.’


‘So you’re doing it then,’ Scott told me.


‘Yes, I suppose I am. And you’re not doing it then,’ I told him.


‘No, I don’t suppose I am.’


The sound of chairs moving on the other side of the door stopped me from leaning against the wall and to stand up straight instead. Scott Challey didn’t, he kept leaning against the wall, because he didn’t care what anyone thought of him and what he did. As the door handle turned, I saw from the corner of my eye that he pushed himself off the wall. He took his hands out of his pockets, tucked in the front of his off-white shirt, which had been hanging out like a tongue, and he stood up straight.


‘Oi,’ he said.


I looked at him.


He tipped his chin up at me.


I grinned at him in return. He was all right. For a Challey.





Beatrix



Call me Beatrix. All my friends do. Some of them call me Bea, of course, but that’s only when they’ve known me a while and we’ve only just met so if you don’t mind, I’d like you call me Beatrix.


It’s amazing the amount of people who’ll shorten your name without so much as a by your leave when they’ve only just met you. It’s a bit of a liberty, wouldn’t you say? Not that I think you’d ever take liberties like that. I simply want it to be clear that right now, I’d prefer if you called me Beatrix. Once we get to know each other, you can shorten my name, or lengthen it – but I probably won’t answer if you call me Trixie. (My best friend in school, Eilise Watford, had a dog and they called it Trixie, so you can understand why I won’t be answering to that.)


This is what I’m going to say to the man opposite me if he slips and calls me Bea. Although, out of all of the men I’ve met online, he’s the best so far.


Yes, I’m internet dating. Well, dabbling in it. No, it’s not really worked out for me. Yet. I’ve met four men after ‘talking’ to loads: one turned out to be twenty years older than he claimed to be (he’d sent me an old picture, too), one decided to tell me on our first date that he was addicted to visiting prostitutes but was sure the love of a good woman would help him to kick the habit, one claimed to be single but hadn’t bothered to cover up the pale band of skin where his wedding ring usually sat, and the fourth is sitting opposite me.


Never thought I’d be doing this still, to be honest. Even after my husband ran of with somewhore – I mean some one else – I thought … I don’t know, I just didn’t think I’d still be doing this.


This man opposite me seems normal. When we ‘met’ online he’d been witty, he hadn’t started any sex talk and had completely understood when I asked for a picture of him with a copy of that day’s newspaper. I also quizzed him relentlessly about his marital status and he’d been honest enough to say he’d been married and divorced and would bring the paperwork with him if necessary to clear up any ambiguity.


This is our first ‘in real life’ date, and in the flesh, he’s pretty hot.


We’re in a very expensive restaurant in Brighton – I’m not a name-dropper so I won’t tell you which – and this is the truly impressive part, he’s got us a booth. You have to know people to get a booth, especially at such short notice, so kudos goes to him for that.


‘So, Beatrix, tell me about yourself,’ he says.


And I smile at him, knowing I’m going to do anything but.
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Tami



I’m still shaking.


It’s been two hours but I’m still shaking.


I was able to put it to one side while I held the girls and kissed them and told them it was OK. I was able to hide the shaking and confusion and the fear as they clung to me, sobbing and whimpering at what they had witnessed.


They let me take them upstairs and put them in the big bed, and they sobbed and clung to me a while longer as I sat between them, stroking both their heads until slowly, carefully, the sobbing stopped and then they drifted off to sleep.


I used to love this happening when they were littlies and neither of them would sleep through the night: we’d all end up in the big bed, a tessellation – complex and delicate – of bodies needing sleep. Scott hated having to sleep on the edge of the bed but I secretly loved it. Yes, I could never allow myself to fall into a deep sleep in case one of them rolled over or crawled off the bed but we were all together, all close, all sharing our time together even though we weren’t awake.


After climbing out of the space between them, I sat on the top step, where I haven’t moved from, my mobile on one side of me, the house phone on the other, shaking. I curl my fingers into my palms to stop my hands trembling, but the rest of me is still at it.


I don’t need to glance down at either phone to know that Scott hasn’t rung or texted me. I don’t need to, but I do, in case I’ve missed something, in case I didn’t hear.


The look on his face as they led him away … There was something on his face, in his eyes, latticed in the language of his body. My mind won’t settle long enough for me to decipher what it was, but it was there and it should not have been there. The Scott I knew, loved, married, had children with would not have had that look. My brain is racing ahead, racing back. Whizzing and popping, too much, too fast for me to keep a single thought for too long. This is too much. I unfurl my hands, watch them quiver in the half-light of the hallway.


I need to do something. Anything. Sitting here, waiting, is going to cause my mind to implode. The trembling stops when I pick up my mobile and log onto the internet, find the number for Brighton Police Station. There are two, one in Hove, the other in Brighton. Where would they have taken him? Hove is nearer but Brighton is bigger.


Distance wins over size. The shaking returns, though, as I dial the number. It increases as the person who answered the phone checks to see if he’s there. He’s not. He must be at Brighton. I call the other number. They can confirm he’s there. I cannot speak to him. They will not tell me why he was arrested, they will not let me know if he has been charged. They cannot tell me when or if he’ll be released. The only thing they’ll tell me is that he is there. I need to know more.


Should I go down there? is the punctuation to every heartbeat. They won’t be able to ignore someone who’s right in front of them.


It’s late, there are only two people near enough who can sit with the girls at such short notice. Beatrix, the one they’ve known the longest and who lives at the diagonal opposite side of our bottle-shaped road, is out on a date tonight. I’ve tried her phone anyway on the off-chance her date’s been cancelled or she’s come home early, but it keeps saying her phone is switched off and you can’t leave a message. If she was here instead of me and the girls woke up, they’d be fine. They’ve known her all their lives, they call her Bix, she’s Anansy’s godmother and they both miss her when she’s not here. I’d have no worries about not being here if she was.


The other person is Mirabelle. The girls love her, in a different way to Beatrix. They call her Auntie Mirabelle but she’s only been in their lives for two years, since she and I became friends. She works with Scott and spends time here with the girls, but never without me somewhere nearby. I’m not sure how they’d react to her being here if they woke up, nor how she would react to having to comfort them at a time like this.


The silent phones continue their passive mocking of my ignorance. I have no choice. If I want to know what’s going on, I’m going to have to go down there. Maybe the shaking will stop if I find out more – if I do something.


I call up Mirabelle’s number on my mobile, then press dial. The phone rings out and then, ‘Hi, this is Mirabelle, leave me a message.’ I hang up. Then try again. Nothing. I try again. Nothing. The fourth time, her distracted voice answers, ‘Hello?’


‘Mirabelle, it’s me,’ I say, so relieved tears cram themselves into my eyes. ‘Thank God, you’re there.’


‘Tami?’ she asks cautiously. ‘What’s up?’


The familiarity of her voice causes tears to overwhelm my vocal cords, my words, my ability to speak. It’s replaying on loop in my head: the handcuffs on his wrists, the police officers leading him away, the look on his face I cannot name. ‘I, erm, I need your help,’ I say, trying to control myself, trying to bury the fragile, fractured, almost broken tone in my voice. I want to be stronger than this. I want to take charge and show no weakness.


‘What’s the matter?’ she asks carefully. I can imagine her light hazel eyes narrowing in the dark skin of her face as she awaits my answer.


‘I—I … Can you come over? It’ll be easier face to face.’


‘Well, um, not really, I’m not exactly dressed to go out. Can’t you tell me what’s wrong on the phone?’


‘Um … No. Please, I really need your help.’


‘I … um … Are you alone?’


‘No, the girls are here, but Scott’s not.’ I say his name and crack myself. Break myself into tiny little fragments that glint from their scattered places on the corridor floor. I am sobbing silently, the inhalations of my tears, soft enough not to wake the girls, but strong enough to be heard on the phone.


‘OK, I’m coming,’ she says. ‘Just give me a chance to get dressed.’


I can’t even say thank you as I hang up the phone.


Twenty-four years ago


It didn’t seem fair. I was the only girl in the class to not get a Valentine’s card. Even Kim Meekson who sat at the back of the class picking her nose and eating the bogeys got a card but not me. Genevieve, my sister, had five pushed through the door this morning and Sarto, my brother, had eight. I had a big fat zero. I thought maybe when they opened the red postbox that sat next to my form tutor Miss Harliss’s desk, there might be at least one for me. Nope. Nothing there, either.


After the box was emptied and there was none for me, I looked around, saw that I was different and felt really small inside. My throat got lumpy but I couldn’t let anyone see it mattered. Phyllis Latan, my best friend, who sat next to me, said, ‘You can share mine.’ I didn’t want to, hers was from Harry Nantes who smelt because he didn’t wash his hair, but it was nice of her, so I held the card for a bit then had to give it back because I could tell she thought I was going to keep it.


No one liked me. No one. I didn’t really want boys to like me like that, but I didn’t want no one to like me so I was the only person who didn’t get a card. I was probably the only girl in the whole of the school who didn’t get one.


I dragged my feet going home and as I turned the corner to my road, I knew Genevieve and Sarto were going to laugh at me for weeks and weeks. It was bad enough I was the youngest, this was going to be the worst thing to make fun of me yet.


Scott was suddenly there. He was standing in front of me as scruffy as he always was: I mean, there was no point in him wearing his tie when it was almost off, and his shirt – peeking out from under his school coat – had mud smudges all over it. His red jumper was tied around his waist and his grey trousers were mud-smudged, too.


He didn’t say or do anything for a few seconds, then ‘Here,’ he said, shoving a red envelope at me. I didn’t even get the chance to say, ‘What is it?’ before he took off, his black leather Head bag, slung on his shoulder with football boots tied to the handle, bobbing as he ran. I stood watching him go, and didn’t look down at the envelope until he’d turned the corner at the end of my street.


I opened the envelope and inside was a card with a white bear holding a big red heart on the front. ‘Happy Valentine’s Day,’ the front read. ‘Your secret admirer’ it continued inside.


Scott had neatly written:


You’re all right, you.


I knew what he meant: he didn’t like me like Harry liked Phyllis, he just didn’t want me to be sad and not be the only girl in the world without any Valentine cards.


Coat. Shoes. Bag. Mobile. Purse. Cash. Keys.


Twenty-four years ago


‘What were you doing with that Challey boy?’ Genevieve asked me after dinner.


‘What do you mean?’


‘I saw you, from the bedroom window. He was standing there talking to you. It looked like he gave you a card. What were you doing with him?’


‘Nothing,’ I said.


‘Stay away from him, Tami,’ she said.


‘I’m not coming near him. He was outside when I got home.’


‘Did he ask you out?’


‘No!’


‘Look, stay away from him or I’ll tell Mummy and Daddy.’


‘Tell them what you want!’ I said. ‘I haven’t done anything.’


‘His family are really racist, you know.’


‘Why does that matter to me? I’ve only spoken to him once in my life and then earlier. That’s all.’


‘Tami, trust me, he’s trouble. Just stay away from him.’


I shrugged at her because my big sister knew nothing when it came to this. I didn’t like him, he didn’t like me. We hadn’t spoken since the day outside the headmaster’s office and we wouldn’t speak again, probably. He was just being nice, that’s all. Yes, he was a Challey and yes, they were all – including him – nothing but trouble, but even a Challey was allowed to be nice at least once in their lives, weren’t they?


Mirabelle arrives at the house sooner than I thought she would. She is in her gold jogging suit I dared her to buy when we were out looking for a new running outfit for me.


‘I have no shame, surely you know that by now,’ she’d said and found her size on the rail.


‘What, you going to get a gold tooth to match that?’ I’d said to her.


‘Don’t tempt me,’ she’d replied.


Over her jogging suit she has tied up her bright red mac and she has grey furry Ugg boots on her feet, her masses of curly hair is pulled up and back, secured with a scrunchie so her hair falls like water from a fountain all over her head. I can tell she’s just washed her face. Probably getting ready for bed when I called.


‘What’s happened?’ she asks. Her concern turns to alarm when she sees I’m in my black mac with my red and white trainers on my feet. ‘Where are you going?’


I have called a taxi instead of driving because I don’t think I could stop myself shaking long enough to get the key into the ignition let alone select the right gear, remember to use my mirror or even recall what to do at junctions.


The taxi draws up outside, and I wave to the driver over Mirabelle’s shoulder. She turns to look at the white-haired man who nods in reply to my wave and sits patiently in the driver’s seat waiting for me.


‘What is going on? Where are you going?’


‘Scott’s been arrested,’ I state. See, if I state things, say them matter-of-factly, they won’t break me.


‘What?’ She draws back. ‘What?’


‘Scott’s been arrested.’ Simple statement. No shattering. ‘I don’t know what for, but I’m going to the police station.’ Simple-ish statement. ‘I need you to stay here in case the girls wake up before I get back.’ Slightly complex statement, but still not falling apart.


‘What? No.’ She shakes her head firmly, decidedly. ‘No.’


‘Please, you have to. I won’t be long.’ I hope. ‘If they wake up, call me and I’ll dash back.’


‘Didn’t you hear me? No. You can’t ask me to do this,’ she says, her bewilderment clear. ‘I don’t want to be involved in this.’


‘Please, there’s no one else. I’ll be as quick as I can. They’ll most likely sleep through. Please.’ I am halfway out of the door. She has to do this for me: I would do it for her in a heartbeat. Friendships grow from small acts of kindness as well as from big favours and we are friends – she has to do this, there really is no one else I would trust with the girls.


‘This isn’t right or fair you know, Tami.’


‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you. Help yourself to anything in the kitchen. I’ll be back as soon as I can. I promise. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.’


I dash down the path and into the taxi before she has a chance to tell me no again. Because if she does that, this time, I may just believe her.


Eighteen years ago


‘Hello, Tamia Berize, you all right?’ he said to me. I was at one of the more pleasant bus stops in Lewisham – there were only two spots of chewing gum on the cloudy, cracked plastic ‘glass’ of the shelter, the seats were only a little drawn on and dirtied, two of the posters were still intact.


My face beamed when I saw him. ‘Wow, talk about a blast from the past,’ I said, my grin growing wider. I hadn’t seen him in years. ‘How you doing?’


‘Good, good.’ Scott Challey, all grown up. I hadn’t seen him since we both finished our GCSEs and I went off to sixth-form college and he stayed on at school. From the little boy who could never stay clean and tidy, he’d grown into a young man who dressed well – smart, navy blue jeans, a white T-shirt and long, black coat. His once-wild hair was now tamed with a stylish long-on-top cut. I’d heard he’d gone to university from my mother who’d said in despair that she couldn’t understand how someone from his family went while I didn’t. I’d heard from other people I went to school with that his family hadn’t wanted him to go. When he’d brought his UCAS form home it’d got thrown out with the rubbish. When his teachers tried to explain that it was an opportunity like no other, they’d been thrown out with a fair few swearwords lining their ears. It was only his grandmother who intervened. She wielded the ultimate power in that family, apparently. When she spoke – which hadn’t been frequently – they listened and they did. ‘Young Scott’s going to university,’ I heard, she’d said. And that was that.


‘You look all grown up. Am quite impressed.’


‘I look grown up? You’re a full-formed adult. I suppose that’s because you’ve got a job and can afford to buy clothes and things.’


‘You’re not exactly naked, are you?’


‘Ahh, but it’s different when you’re working. How did your parents take you not going to university?’


I shrugged. ‘Still haven’t calmed down. I think they’ve convinced themselves I’m going to see how hard it is working and decide to go to university next year.’


‘And will you?’


‘Erm … no. I’ve got a great job. Lots of chances for advancement. I’m really enjoying it. But if it makes them happy to think that uni is on the cards, who am I to disabuse them of those ideas?’


‘“Disabuse”. Look at you with your fancy words. So what’s this job of yours then? Compiling a dictionary? Are you going to be moving on to the thesaurus department next?’


I laughed. ‘No, I work in the corporate communications department of TelmeCo.’


‘The huge phone company?’


‘Phones, mobile phones and the world wide web thing.’


‘Wow, I am seriously impressed. What do you do, make tea?’


‘Yes, and the rest, you cheeky sod.’


‘Seriously, what do you do?’


‘Lots of little things, mainly helping out, but I’ve been given the newsletter to write. I have to do it on the computer and on their intranet. It’s great fun. Plus I’m learning so much. If I keep my head down, focus, I reckon I could be running the place in, ohhhh, six months.’


His laughter was a thick and throaty sound that lit up his face in a way I hadn’t seen him illuminated before. ‘Shift up,’ he instructed as he plonked himself down beside me.


‘And how’s university treating you?’


‘Yeah, it’s good, it’s good. Great chance to reinvent yourself, university. Not many people know what the Challey name means over there. I like that a lot.’


‘I take it you’re back to visit the folks, though?’


‘Yeah. Something like that. Actually, it’s my grandmother’s funeral.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry.’


‘It’s fine,’ he said. ‘She was the main reason I used to visit. Now, I’ve got no real reason to. Every time I come back I’m reminded why I left in the first place and why I never want to return.’


‘It’s not that bad,’ I said, nudging him with my shoulder. It was that bad, from everything I’d heard, but I didn’t like the sheer agony talking about it dragged across his face.


He raised his dark eyebrows at me. ‘Isn’t it?’


‘I’d hope not,’ I conceded.


‘Funny, isn’t it?’ Scott said. ‘We’ve both let our families down in pretty significant ways – and we didn’t even need to go to prison to do it.’


I laughed again. ‘You’re not wrong, are you? Sometimes I do have to remind myself that I haven’t actually committed a crime, the way my parents carry on.’


‘Me too. Except that’s the disappointing thing.’


‘Misfits and outcasts, that’s me and you.’


‘Yeah.’


‘The problem, though, as far as my parents are concerned, is that I don’t actually care that I haven’t lived up to their expectations. They think I wasted my brain and all the sacrifices they made for me to go to school. But like I said to you way back when, you don’t have to do something just because someone else wants you to do it. You can be whoever you want to be.’


‘You know, TB, you changed my life when you said that to me. I asked Grandma Cora if you were right and she said yes. I said could I go to university then one day and she said yes. It was her who told my parents I was going and there were to be no arguments. Even though they wanted me out bringing in money, they agreed. All thanks to you.’


‘That’s me all over – life changer, parent disappointer.’


‘All round perfect woman.’


I burst out laughing, it sounded so ridiculous coming from his mouth. ‘Good one! I may have that put on a T-shirt.’ I moved my hand in front of my chest. ‘“All round perfect woman”. I like that. I like that a lot.’


‘See, there was a reason I went to uni.’


‘OK,’ I said to him, ‘here’s my bus. I’m off into Croydon to find a killer outfit that won’t cost the earth for tonight.’


‘Why, what’s tonight?’


‘First date with the most gorgeous man in the world,’ I said, standing.


‘Really? I didn’t know we were going out tonight.’


‘You!’


‘Can I come with you? Give you a man’s eye view on what you choose?’


‘Sure. But you’re going to be so bored. I always go back and forth to a million shops before I buy the first thing I tried on in the first shop I went into.’


‘That’s OK, I’m not busy till later, either.’


‘Ohhhh … Date with a gorgeous woman?’


‘Oh yes,’ he replied, a filthy grin spreading across his face.


‘One of those sort of dates, I see?’


‘Yep,’ he replied.


‘Well good for you.’


‘Good for both of us, it seems, TB. Good for both of us.’


In my life, I haven’t had much cause to be involved with the police. I haven’t been the victim of a crime I would consider reporting – someone once stole some change and a satnav out of my car when I didn’t properly shut the driver-side door – and I haven’t committed a crime that I could be arrested for. Yet, here I am walking through the automatic glass doors into a large reception area at the police station in Brighton. It is a huge beige and white building that from the outside looks like a long, low block of flats.


Steeling myself, forcing the shaking away, I walk up to the large, curved wooden counter that seems designed to put the average person at a disadvantage – you have to look up slightly to talk to the person behind it. And they look down on you to speak.


‘Hello,’ I say to the man behind the desk.


He is older than me, probably not far off retirement. His jowls are starting to show beneath the soft lines of his pale, aged face. His head is covered with grey-white hair and he is slightly overweight, but not so he’d need to do anything drastic. He leans on the desk and raises his white eyebrows at me rather than speak.


‘My husband was brought in earlier, erm, under arrest. I was wondering if I could see him?’


The policeman puts his head to one side and looks at me with what are kindly eyes; he seems to have the capacity to be gentle and probably calming, too.


‘What’s his name?’ he asks.


‘Scott Challey.’ A lump closes up my throat the second those words are out of my mouth. Scott Challey. Scott Challey. Scott Challey.


‘Ah, yes, Mr Challey. Brought in a couple of hours ago,’ he says without looking at his computer or the book I’d imagined they had for writing down who they’d carted off in front of their family. ‘Yes, he’s here.’


I didn’t ask that, I asked if I could see him, I think. ‘Can I see him?’


His expression becomes the equivalent of someone taking your hand before they impart bad news as he shakes his head slightly as he says, ‘I’m sorry, Madam, that won’t be possible, he’s still being questioned.’


‘What’s he being questioned for?’ I ask. ‘And how much longer will it take?’


‘I’m afraid I can’t tell you either of those things,’ he replies.


‘Can’t or won’t?’ I reply, in frustration.


‘I’m sorry, Madam.’


I curl my hands into my palms again, to stop myself shaking and to stop myself wailing. I want to throw my head back and let out a huge, primal scream that empties my body and soul of all the emotions racing around them. I don’t understand why this is happening, why my life is unravelling, and I don’t understand why this man won’t help me.


‘Can I at least see the detective who arrested him?’ I ask.


‘I’d imagine she is questioning your husband right now.’


‘Please? I only want to talk to her. If I can’t talk to him then she’ll have to do. I just want to know from someone who’s seen him that he’s OK. If she tells me he’s all right, I can go and take care of my children and wait for him to come home. Please? Please?’ I don’t like to beg, but sometimes, that’s all you can do. Sometimes, the ends justify the means.


The Kindly Policeman’s kindly eyes study me for a few long moments. He can see the panic, fear and confusion on my face. Part of me still thinks this is not happening, that I am not standing in a police station asking a kindly policeman to let me speak to the detective that arrested my husband. I do not live the sort of life where my husband is arrested, so that’s why I am still struggling to believe this is happening.


‘I’ll see what I can do,’ the Kindly Policeman says, ‘please take a seat.’ He nods towards the bank of seats near the door. I need to keep upright – I’ll seem weaker, less effective if I sit down. He nods again towards the seats and I know I have to do as he asks or he won’t try very hard at all to see what he can do. Not so kindly after all, then.


I go to the seats, settle myself between a man so thin and ravaged – probably by drugs and drink – I’m not sure how he walks without snapping, and a white-bearded man who is wide in girth because he is wearing everything he owns. Every item the white-bearded man wears is encrusted with black dirt, as are his hands, fingerless gloves and shabby, holey shoes. He’s giving off a smell combination of stale urine, sweat, dirt and beer that hits the back of my throat and then trickles down, turning my stomach every time I breathe in.


The policeman actually waits for me to sit before raising the handset of the phone beside him. He stares at me as he pushes three buttons, then continues to stare at me until the phone is answered. Then, he twists, while he talks quietly into the phone, presumably so I can’t read his lips and find out what he’s saying.


I feel sick.


Properly sick, not just a bit nauseous, I am seconds away from throwing up. It’s not only because of the man sitting next to me, it’s the slow, creeping dawn of reality: Scott has been arrested and the children have been traumatised by seeing that. I want to call Mirabelle and find out if the girls are OK, but I daren’t in case they wake up and I’m forced to go home before I can get some idea of what exactly is happening.


My eyes lock with the Kindly Policeman’s and his register pity. Pure, unadulterated pity. ‘I’ve seen this a million times before,’ his expression is saying. ‘Some poor deluded wife who has no idea what her husband is like, coming here, wanting to make sure he’s OK, when all along he is a prolific criminal with a double life; someone who deserves to be behind bars.’


I want to say in reply that he has no idea about me or my life, that I am not easily deluded and Scott is not a criminal. He may have come from criminal stock, but he is not one. But that look, that unnameable look I saw on Scott’s face, keeps barging its way into my mind. I lower my gaze because there is something going on that I don’t yet know about.


‘Mrs Challey?’ the policeman says.


My two companions turn their heads towards me in unison, then both jerk their heads towards the Kindly Policeman, telling me I am being called, and to go find out why.


‘You’ll be all right, girl,’ says the thin man.


‘Tell ’em nothing,’ says the many-layered man.


Rising from my seat, I walk on rubberised legs towards the desk.


‘Detective Sergeant Harvan said it’s highly unusual but she’ll be with you as soon as she can,’ he tells me.


‘Thank you,’ I reply.


‘Take a seat.’


I nod, and return to my crew. ‘Told you you’d be all right,’ the thin man says as I sit down again.


‘Good girl, you didn’t tell them anything did you?’ says the many-layered man.


Scott and I are going to laugh about this one day. We’re going to laugh and laugh and laugh.


Seventeen years ago


‘Aren’t you sick of just being friends?’ he asked me.


We were in my bedsit, a nicely-decorated large room with separate bathroom and loo, and a kitchen area – which had really classy wooden worktops – that I could screen off from the main sitting room/bedroom with a large, cream curtain. Living with my parents had got too much since it’d dawned on them that I definitely wasn’t going to university. Sarto was still living there, enjoying all the benefits while he went to medical school, and that was fine. Anyone could live there relatively unbothered if they were studying, but I was not doing that. I was a constant reminder of how they had failed – the one who found book stuff the easiest was the one who had turned her back on it. I loved working, I loved my job, and I’d been promoted several times in the last eighteen months but that all counted for nothing – as far as my parents were concerned – because I was without a degree.


Whenever Scott returned to London from university in Essex, he would find me. We would spend our free time together, mainly hanging out in my bedsit, eating crisps and watching videos, then at the end of the holidays he would go back to university and we wouldn’t keep in touch. It wasn’t that kind of friendship.


‘How can I be sick of being friends?’ I replied. ‘You’re a wonderful friend.’


His dark eyes grew a bit wider, and his lips entwined themselves into a wry little smile. ‘I mean, don’t you fancy having sex with me? Once or maybe even a few times? But you knew that’s what I meant, didn’t you?’


‘Yes, I knew that.’


‘You just wanted me to say it out loud?’


‘Partly. I also wanted to give myself the chance to think about whether I wanted to have sex with you.’


‘And?’


‘I don’t think I do, actually.’


He was surprised and then immediately hurt, his face flushing red. ‘Not even a little bit?’ he asked, a little less confidently. ‘I get vibes off you sometimes … I was wrong?’


‘No, no,’ I rested my hand on his arm and a streak of desire shot through me, pooling in the space beneath my ribcage and between my legs. Scott did that to me even when I wasn’t touching him. ‘You’re not in any way wrong. I … I think I’m having too much fun seeing different people to want to, you know, have a boyfriend. Settle down. Especially with a guy who isn’t here most of the time.’


‘I wasn’t talking about that.’


‘Yes you were.’


His soft, pink lips twisted a little more. ‘Yes, I was. But not intentionally.’


I took my hand away, sat back on the beanbag and picked up my packet of crisps. ‘That’s not for me right now. Sorry.’


‘You don’t see yourself going out with a white man, let alone settling down with him, do you?’ Scott said.


I couldn’t help but sigh. He had to bring it up, didn’t he? He couldn’t leave it as it stood that I didn’t want to sleep with him. ‘I don’t think of you as a white person. You’re just Scott.’


‘But it’s true, isn’t it? If I was black, you’d think a bit more deeply about going out with me.’


‘And if I was white, you’d have asked me out properly instead of asking about sex, wouldn’t you?’ I snapped back. This was not a conversation I wanted to have, but he’d pushed it, he’d gone onto that precarious-looking spot of an old, rickety floor and had caused the whole thing to cave in. And because of that, we were tumbling through space with no idea where and when we were going to land, nor how we were going to be damaged by the fall. ‘Because in your head, if it doesn’t work out the way you want it to, you can always say it was just sex – nothing important, nothing to get upset about. You wouldn’t try to bed a white girl in the way you’ve tried to bed me so please don’t try to turn this on me.’


He pressed his lips even tighter together, his gaze holding mine. I challenged him in return to deny it, to say that wasn’t the case.


I circled my finger around the room, encompassing us in the invisible shape that I was drawing. ‘This whole thing, our friendship, our spending time together here, it’s all because you’re not comfortable with being seen with me. I’d even go as far as to say you’re ashamed of being seen with me.’


‘No!’ he protested. ‘That’s not true at all. It’s got nothing to with being ashamed of being seen with you.’


‘Then what is it?’ I replied. ‘Because it’s something to do with me being black. I’d say it’s to do with you being white, but you don’t see that as an issue, so I’m guessing you see me as the “problem”.’


‘There is no problem. I … I just find it hard, how we’re treated when we’re together. All my life, I’ve either had people be afraid of me because of my family, or treat me like anybody else because no one in Essex really knows what the Challeys are all about. But when I’m with you … I’ve never been treated with such rudeness and disregard as I am when I’m around you. The way people ignore you, or say things right to your face. It makes me so angry. And I don’t like to be angry. I find it hard to control myself when I’m angry.’


‘Fair enough,’ I replied.


‘So, no, it’s not you. It’s everyone else.’


‘OK.’


‘I’d be proud to be your boyfriend. If you’d have me.’


His skin was smooth, warm, silky almost as I stroked my thumb across his cheekbone. Desire thunderbolted through me again. ‘Not right now, eh?’ I said, the gentlest way I could think of letting him down. He wasn’t being completely honest with me. What he said might have been partially the truth, but it wasn’t all of it and I wasn’t getting involved with a man who wouldn’t be one hundred per cent honest with me, no matter how unpalatable that truth was. That path was the one taken by women who wanted to have their hearts broken and their minds messed with. I wanted neither for myself. ‘There are loads of women out there who are desperate to be with you, let’s carry on having fun as friends and leave it at that for now, eh?’


Scott’s brown eyes lowered themselves from my gaze and then he shifted in his seat to face and watch the television. ‘OK. Sure. Fine,’ he mumbled.


I have lived and waited a lifetime in the two hours I’ve been here. All the while avoiding my phone. It is burning an accusatory hole in my bag. I should have called Mirabelle by now. I texted her when I got out of the taxi to say where I was, then I texted her half an hour later to ask if the girls were still asleep, and she replied ‘yes’. Now it is over an hour later and I don’t know what it is going on either here or there.


I should not be here. I know that. I should be at home, but I can’t go home until I know he is OK. As long as they stay asleep, they’ll be OK. I so want to sleep. I so want to curl up and sleep and know this is not happening in my life.


Sixteen years ago


‘What are you doing with that?’ he said to Scott. His sneer smeared his words, curled up his lip and caused his eyes to snake nastily over me.


Scott and I were leaning against a wall, waiting for a bus into Wimbledon. I seemed to do nothing but wait for buses in my life outside of work, and when Scott was back from college that didn’t change.


‘What did you say?’ Scott asked conversationally, the barest hint of an edge to his voice.


His brother repeated his scrutiny, the disgust of his gaze sliming over me once again. I didn’t glance away, as he expected. I wasn’t an idiot so I didn’t glare at him or narrow my eyes at him – didn’t want to aggravate him further – but I wasn’t going to let him intimidate me. ‘What. Are. You. Doing. With. That.’ he said again.


Scott glared at his brother, a fox-faced man who wore the ravages of his life on his face: he’d been glassed or slashed on more than one occasion and as a result his left cheekbone was a patchwork of badly put together stitches, while the bottom of the right side of his jaw held a puckering of scarred skin. His right eyebrow was dissected in three places.


Scott leaned over to me, looked into my eyes for a moment too brief for me to communicate anything, and he covered my lips with his. His kiss went on a fraction too long, his lips were a bit too insistent and firm against mine, for him to be just making a point to the man in front of us.


‘You mean my girlfriend?’ Scott replied as he straightened up, staring down his older sibling.


The sneer on his brother’s face deepened, but he’d stopped staring at me, he was focusing on Scott. ‘What’s the matter, can’t get one of your own kind to suck your cock so you have to go slumming it?’ His brother was being quite restrained, I suspected, because there were people – also known as witnesses – at the bus stop. He wouldn’t think we were worth going back to prison for.


‘At least my own kind are humans,’ Scott replied. ‘Out of interest, which species of animal are you getting your kicks from nowadays?’


His brother’s entire body became a rigid mass of anger, his face filling with puce-red rage. ‘Say that again,’ he snarled.


‘Why, too clever for you?’


‘You’re not too big for me to put you down, boy, don’t forget that.’


‘Yeah, funny how you stopped doing that the second I got big enough to hit back,’ Scott replied. His voice, which had been smoothed and shaped by his time in university, had taken a step back into his youth, to the part of London where we’d grown up.


‘Don’t push me, boy,’ his brother growled.


‘Who’s pushing?’


‘I see you with that again, you’re going to wish you’d never been born,’ his brother said. As punctuation to his threat, he snorted then spat at our feet.


‘Scared, that’s me,’ Scott replied.


‘You’ve been warned, boy. Just watch yourself.’ That last sentence was aimed at both of us before he marched away.


I finally understood what it was about Scott. I reached out and took his hand in mine. I finally understood that it wasn’t everyone else that made him so cautious about going out with me, it was his family and what they might do to me.


As soon as my flat door shut behind us, the world – his family – firmly on the other side, we reached for each other; moving at exactly the same time, our lips meeting at exactly the centre of the space between us. Our mouths kissed slowly as we undressed each other; nothing rushed or forced, just fluid, and simple; uncluttered by talk and plans and thoughts of what next.


In the bed, we gently groaned as we became one – we clung to each other, afraid to let each other go; afraid to let anything, even air, come between us and break, for even a second, our connection. We whispered into each other’s skin; we moaned each other’s names, turning them into epitaphs of pleasure; we moved our bodies together, trying to stay as one.


‘I really didn’t want that to end,’ Scott said to me afterwards, his hand lazily stroking my stomach while his fingers intermittently circled my belly button.


‘Hmmm,’ I heard myself reply, my hand slowly tracing a path back and forth across the hair-covered line of his inner left thigh.


‘It’s OK, isn’t it, that I’ve fallen in love with you?’ he asked.


‘Hmmmm,’ I replied, dreamily, ignoring the unease that flurried mutely but resolutely at the pit of my stomach. Scott immediately turned his head towards me, leaving a deep groove in the under-stuffed pillow he rested on.


‘Regrets?’ he asked, sounding small and scared. Nothing like the man who’d faced down his terrifying brother earlier.


‘No,’ I replied, turning my head towards him. He was vulnerable, unsure, so unlike the man I’d come to know. He usually had the confidence of someone who’d had to stand up for himself from an early age. I put my hand on his face, to reassure him, to touch him, to get back what we’d been sharing a few minutes ago. ‘No regrets.’ I just wish we’d done that for us. That we hadn’t been pushed into it because of your idiot brother. But then, what were we waiting for? What difference would a month or a year make? Except to waste more time. If we did this now, we could be over in the blink of an eye. We could be the itch that we’d both needed to scratch for a while. And once that itch was scratched, we could leave it behind us.


‘It’s OK, isn’t it, that I’ve fallen in love with you?’ he repeated.


No scratches here. No leaving this behind. Just this: us.


‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘I think I’ve fallen in love with you, too.’


My two mates have gone; the many-layered one was turfed out, the thin one was taken into the back. I never knew what they were here for, but without them, I’m lonely. This waiting is not good for my mind. Too much time to think unravels more of the denial I have been hiding in.


If it’s all a mistake, why isn’t he out yet? The longer he’s in there, the worse it feels.


Last time I had waited this long was when Cora had to have surgery last year. I thought I was going to go crazy, sitting in her room, waiting to find out what was happening. Scott had been called in to work at the last minute, my parents were looking after Anansy, so I was on my own then, too. On my own, waiting to hear if one of the people I loved most in the world would be returned to me in one piece.


BUZZZ! of the door beside the reception desk makes me look up. And the policewoman who read Scott his rights and ordered him to be taken away is there. She meets my eye across the reception and her face softens into a small, sad smile.


That smile, its sympathy and understanding, hits me in the centre of my chest and I physically recoil. I wasn’t expecting that. Surely police officers don’t smile like this at the wives of men they’ve arrested?


‘Mrs Challey,’ she says warmly as she comes towards me. ‘I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting. I was tied up and really couldn’t get away. I’m sorry.’


‘How’s Scott?’ I ask. The words are too heavy for my wafer-thin voice to project: they sink in the silence of the empty reception area once they leave my mouth.


She draws herself a little more upright, inhales deeply, then exhales deeply. ‘He’s … he’s all right, under the circumstances.’


‘Will he be able to come home soon?’ I ask. ‘I mean, what time should I book the taxi for?’


Her forehead becomes a confused frown, and her eyes level on mine. ‘Um …’ She grimaces slightly, then points to the seating area. ‘Come take a seat, Mrs Challey.’


‘I don’t want to take a seat, I’ve been sitting here all night. My children are traumatised, and I need to be with them. But first, I need to know when I can take my husband home and when this dreadful mess is going to be sorted out.’


‘Mrs Challey—’


‘Stop saying my name like that.’


‘Like what?’ she asks, alarmed.


‘Like … Like I’m simple and won’t understand things unless you speak very carefully.’


‘I’m sorry, I didn’t realise I was doing that.’


‘Well you are. You’re treating me like I’m an idiot. I don’t know why, but I want you to stop it. I am not an idiot.’


‘I know you’re not. I’m sorry that this is happening to you, I really am. But …’ She seems unsure of herself again. There was none of this earlier when she was reading Scott his rights, but this confusion, hesitancy, does seem genuine, as if she doesn’t want to do this. ‘Your husband is being kept in overnight and will be questioned again in the morning. We want to give him a chance to change his mind and get a solicitor. After that, it’s likely he’ll be sent to court for arraignment, which is the formal reading of charges.’


‘What?’ I ask. I’m suddenly in a long, wide tunnel and feeling the vibrations of speech through the air, not really hearing them. ‘What?’ I repeat. ‘He’s being charged? Sent to court? What? What is going on? What are you—’ My bag slips from my fingers to the ground, and I push my hands into my hair. ‘What are you saying to me? He’s getting—’ I tug on handfuls of my shoulder-length twists, feeling the pain of it in my scalp. ‘He’s being held overnight and getting sent to court because of a speeding ticket?’


‘Speeding ticket?’ she repeats.


‘I know Scott drives too fast, and he’s been caught a few times on cameras and he doesn’t always pay his fines on time but this isn’t … unless …’ I lower my hands as a new thought grows in my mind. ‘Did he hit someone? Is that what this is about? Did he hit someone and they’re badly hurt? Because, you know, I can promise you that he wouldn’t have meant it. It would have been a complete accident. You can’t keep—’


‘Mrs Challey,’ the police officer cuts in, sternly. This time she says my name like she knows she isn’t dealing with an idiot – she simply wants to stop my rambling. ‘I’m sorry to have to tell you this but your husband isn’t being held because of speeding, and as far as we know, he hasn’t hit anyone with his car.’


I am silent as she shifts uncomfortably from one foot to the other. The ponytail of smooth, chestnut hair she had earlier is gone: her hair is messy and scatty – as if she’s been in a fight.


My mind is already racing through all the other crimes he could have been capable of because there aren’t that many that Scott could have committed. Maybe Grand Larceny, but we have money. I know how much he earns, how much I earn, that we have enough to live a fantastic life on – he wouldn’t need to steal it. Surely?


Detective Sergeant Harvan pauses a moment longer before she tells me what my husband has been accused of. And as she talks, the words echoing to me through that long, wide tunnel again, my body grows still and cold. With every word I become frozen, petrified. When she has finished, she asks if I am OK, if I understand what she has said to me, and because I am unable to move under my own steam, she takes my arm and walks me to the seats, deposits me there before leaving me alone.


This is not happening. I have accidentally stepped into someone else’s life and this should all be happening to them and their family, not to me and mine.


The policewoman is gone, the Kindly Policeman behind the counter is watching me warily in case I freak out. But I am not going to do that, I am not going to freak out. Why would I? This is not my life, this is not happening.


Suddenly I am on my feet, darting across the reception area to snatch up my bag, and then fleeing into the night. Running away from the police station and down the hill towards the train station where I can get a taxi. I am too scared to call for one, I am too scared to stop for a moment because it may not be my life, it should be happening to someone else, but until I get my life back, until this is happening to the person it is meant to be happening to, I have to deal with this. I have to live in this life. I have to get home.


As I run, my body cutting through the cool night air, my heart too scared to beat properly in my chest, the policewoman’s words, still resonate through me. They drive every step, pushing me to sprint faster than I have ever done in my life.


‘I’m very sorry to have to tell you this, Mrs Challey, but your husband is being questioned in connection with a very serious crime. He has been arrested for a serious sexual assault. What I’m saying is, he’s most likely going to be charged with the attempted rape of his work colleague and neighbour, Mirabelle Kemini.’





Beatrix



‘So, Beatrix, tell me about yourself,’ he asks.


‘I’m not going to do that,’ I reply with a grin. ‘It’s all a bit fake when people do that. I prefer to get to know people over time, slowly.’


You want to know what he looks like? He’s tall, taller than me, but that doesn’t mean much because I only just clear 5ft 4 myself. He’s got a nice body, not gym-sculpted or anything extreme, his body shows he is comfortable in his own skin, if that makes sense. He’s got a slight paunch, but that adds to the ‘real’ quality he has. His hair is black, his skin is white – pink, but you know what I mean – and his eyes are brown. His arrangement of features is one that definitely places him in the ‘hot’ category of men, but it’s hard to get across that he’s ordinary-looking too: straight nose, nice-shaped eyes, normal mouth. He’s nice, is what I’m trying to say.


I would sleep with him, is what I’m really trying to say, if it was only down to looks and how he comes across on the Net. In real life, it’s all a bit flat. I was expecting fireworks, or at least a spark. Flatline, instead.


‘I take your point,’ he says. ‘You see, from that, I could infer that you want to see me again, I could grasp that and cling to it, thinking that you might have changed your mind in the last few minutes.’


‘Changed my mind about what?’


‘Me. You. The possibilities of anything happening beyond tonight.’


‘Ah. You felt the absence of a spark, too?’


‘Not at all. I’m sparking all over the place. However, your face and your body language told me from the moment you walked in that you were disappointed.’


‘I’m not disappointed,’ I protest.


He doesn’t believe me and lowers his gaze, pretending to scan the menu, a bit hurt that I won’t be honest.


‘It’s not disappointment,’ I say, covering his hand with mine. ‘Honestly. I don’t know what I expected doing this dating thing, but it’s lost its shine for me. I’ve become jaded. I suppose my problem is I’m looking for love at first sight so we can leapfrog over all the getting to know each other stuff and skip to the end.’


‘Ah, Last Page syndrome,’ he says with a nod and a refusal to meet my eye. ‘That thing where you don’t like the hard work involved in finding out the truth about something, you just want to know right now so you read the last page before you should.’


I do that with books all the time. Don’t most people? ‘But sometimes you need to know if a book is worth sticking with, otherwise you could be wasting your time only to be bitterly disappointed at the end,’ I say. ‘Plus, what if you get run over by a bus? You’ll die not knowing how the story ended. I knew a boy in sixth form who used to eat his dessert first for that reason.’


‘What, he feared getting hit by a bus every time he ate his dinner? Where was he eating it, in a bus lane?’


I laugh. I can’t help myself. It feels like I haven’t laughed properly in an age and I’m not entirely sure why since I have a great life.


‘Seriously though, Beatrix, what if the important part of the story happened much earlier? Would you keep flicking backwards to find it, or would you take a chance and read the book?’


‘I don’t know, I’ve never really thought about it. I’ve done it, sure, I’ve flicked backwards searching for the last mention of a name, but it’s never occurred to me that if I don’t find what I’m looking for straight away, like on the last page, I should simply read it properly.’


‘Honestly?’


‘Yes. I suppose it’s the same with the dating thing. If I can’t skip to the end in my imagination and see us together in “X” amount of time, I don’t really bother to think about dating a few more times.’


‘Don’t you worry you’re missing out on whole new dating experiences doing that?’


‘No,’ I reply with a shrug. ‘I remind myself that life is too short to bother with pointless encounters with people you can’t get on with and ditch them after the first date.’


‘Ouch,’ he says.


‘Don’t “Ouch” me. You haven’t been ditched.’ Our eyes meet.


‘I sense a yet coming on.’


‘You sense wrong,’ I reply.


‘I’m in with a chance then?’


‘I haven’t skipped to the end yet, let’s leave it at that and see how the night goes.’


‘Sounds fair enough to me,’ he says with a smile.


I smile back. I’m surprised to find that it’s a genuine smile. Like the laugh from earlier, this is a smile that comes from enjoying myself. Usually my smiles are rustled up to fit the cleavage, tight dress and ‘sex kitten’ image, or if I’m at work to fit the ‘trust me, you want to buy this’ persona I’ve created. This smile is neither. It’s mine, it’s real. I seemed to have mislaid it somewhere along the journey of my life that has led to here. This man has helped me find it.


‘So, Beatrix, what looks tempting to you on the menu?’ he asks.


‘Call me Bea,’ I tell him.


His name is Rufus, by the way.





Tami



Two years ago


The road we lived on, Providence Close, was shaped like the top half of a wine bottle. Our house was at the part of the bottle where the wine label would start on the left, and today I was heading for a flat on the far right side of our road where the ‘lip’ of the bottle was. As I turned the corner at what would have been the neck of the bottle, a tall woman was coming out of her corner-plot house to deposit a black bin bag into the green wheelie bin on her gravelled driveway.


I glanced away quickly, recognising her from somewhere other than the Close. Another couple of steps and I knew where she was from: she worked with Scott at The Look Is The Idea, the international design agency where he was CEO. A lot of the people who worked there lived around here, and I was constantly running into them on the school run, or down on the high street, or on my road. Another step closer and I remembered who she really was and my heart sank – she was his second in command: Miriam or Mylene or something.


‘Do I know you?’ she called as I passed her property.


‘Yes and no,’ I said, stopping. ‘I’m Tamia Challey, Scott’s wife.’


‘Oh yes,’ she said, cautiously, in that way people tended to do when they met the boss’s wife. ‘It’s nice to meet you.’


‘Yes, you, too. Sorry, I don’t know your name.’


‘Mirabelle Kemini.’


Unbidden, the theme tune of Mama Mirabelle’s Home Movies, the show about a world-travelling cartoon elephant, started up in my head. It’d been Cora’s then Anansy’s favourite programme for years.


‘You’ve got the theme tune to that elephant programme in your head, haven’t you?’ she asked.


I nodded. ‘Sorry.’


‘Happens all the time.’ She shook her head and rolled her eyes good-naturedly. ‘Of all the names in all the world, they had to give the cartoon elephant mine.’


I pinched my lips together to stop myself from laughing.


‘Why haven’t you got any shoes on, Mrs Challey?’ Mirabelle asked me, reminding me where I was going and, more importantly, what I looked like.


I was wearing a bleach-flecked black Goonies T-shirt that Scott had brought me back from a trip to America last year under my big Aran cardie I usually wore in bed, and fluff-speckled joggers that sagged at the bottom, oh and odd socks.


‘Well, it’s a long story,’ I replied. ‘But the short version is I was in a rush to finish a project I’m working on but I kept looking out of my office window at the bins sitting outside the house, from the bin men earlier, cluttering up the pavement. It was bugging me so I decided to go out and bring the bins in. I got two steps outside when the door blew shut, locking me out. Actually, that was a pretty long version. So, the upshot is I’m going around the corner to my friend Beatrix’s house to see if I can call my husband to send some keys home in a taxi.’


‘I’m on holiday but I’ll drive you to the office if you’d like?’ she offered.


‘No, I can’t show my face looking like this.’


‘What’s wrong with your face?’ she asked.


‘I’m not exactly dressed for the TLTI offices, am I?’ I replied. The office was now a sleek, chrome and glass nirvana – completely different to how it had been when I worked there. If you were employed there now, you had to look perfect every day or you’d be encouraged to consider how your personal appearance helped to broadcast the company ethos of beautiful design and superior presentation (i.e. sent home to change). That was the edict from the current CEO, who I happened to be married to. Me turning up in my current state would probably give him an aneurysm.


Mirabelle’s eyes fluttered suspiciously over me, as if confused. ‘You look fine to me, but if you don’t want to go in, I can drive in and get them for you. Or you can come in and ring your husband?’ She indicated to her house behind her. I bet she put the snib on, I thought darkly.


‘If you don’t mind, that’d be great.’


Up close to her, I was struck by her beauty. Plenty of women were good-looking, radiating their inner allure, but this woman was beguiling. Her skin was the colour and texture of dark hot chocolate, so smooth and well hydrated it seemed almost liquid. Her lips were gorgeous and full. And her slightly cat-like eyes were a pale hazel colour – a striking shock against the darkness of her skin.


‘They’re contacts,’ she said.


‘Pardon?’ I replied, embarrassed at being caught staring.


‘Most people avoid direct eye contact because a black woman shouldn’t have such light-coloured eyes.’ She wrinkled up one side of her face in a half-grimace. ‘I kind of like the effect it has. I wasn’t too sure when I first got them – on a whim – but then I noticed how they affected people and, well, I couldn’t help myself. The contacts stayed, my self-consciousness left.’


‘They do stand out,’ I told her. ‘In a good way.’


‘Thank you.’


Scott used to talk about Mirabelle quite a lot, to the point where I asked him if he had a tiny crush on her. Then he simply stopped. When it occurred to me he hadn’t mentioned her name in a while, I asked if she’d left the company. ‘No, worse luck,’ he said. ‘She used to be brilliant but lately her work’s gone off. If she doesn’t buck up her ideas I think it might go to disciplinary.’ I’d been taken aback that it was possible to go from being the most amazing worker since, well, him (he’d actually said that) to being in line for disciplinary action.


‘Coffee?’ she asked. ‘I’m sorry I don’t have any hot chocolate or marshmallows to go in it, but I do have coconut milk instead of cow’s milk if you’d prefer that?’


‘What makes you say that?’ I asked, spooked that she knew what drink I actually wanted without me having to tell her.


‘I don’t know,’ she curved the corner of her lip in a knowing smile, ‘something about you suggests that’s the sort of thing you’d like.’


‘Did Scott moan about me drinking that?’ I asked.


‘Honestly, no. You simply look like that’s the sort of thing you like.’ Her smile spread across her face until it became a grin. ‘I’m sorry I can’t offer you that, but what about a chai latte?’


‘Made from scratch?’ I asked.


‘No, from a packet. But we can both pretend I made it from scratch and that I even milked a coconut if you so wish?’


‘No, a coffee will do me,’ I say.


‘Coffee it is. Strong, touch of milk, one sugar?’


‘Yes, how did you … don’t tell me, I look the type?’


She grinned again and nodded. ‘Make yourself at home.’


Alone in her room, I felt shy about sitting down – it was too pristine, minimalist and perfect to be cluttered up by me. She had stripped floorboards, a huge cream rug with fibres the width of my little finger. On opposite sides of the room sat two bespoke-looking leather sofas. Dominating the room, though, the item that drew your attention to it the second you walked in, was the huge painting that hung on the wall above the fireplace. It was at odds with the modern pieces in the room, despite its chrome, bevellededge frame.


I walked towards the painting, drawn to it by its composition and the need it instantly instilled in me to continually scan its brushstrokes for a new piece of information, a different element I may have missed.


The setting of the painting was a deserted beach. Not anywhere I had been because the background also had palm trees, thin brown stems topped with fat green leaves that dipped towards the sea. The water was a pale cerulean, slightly darker than the sky. Standing in the water was a slender woman wearing a white dress that flowed down her body in fluid lines until it disappeared into the water that surrounded the woman’s calves. The woman’s hands were crammed with blood-red rose petals as if she was in the process of scattering the petals on the sea, while a few had already escaped and rested on the water’s surface. Behind the woman, on the beach of beige, white and grey-black pebbles were more blood-red rose petals, covering the beach like a crimson path. I leaned closer, scrutinising them, noting how each rose petal had been individually painted into the image, and how every single one of them looked velvety, pliable, luscious. Before I could stop myself, my fingers were reaching for the beach, wanting to stroke the petals that covered the pebbles. My body sagged a little in disappointment that they were not what they looked like. Instead of being strokeable, they were stiff, hardened puddles of paint. In the corner of the painting was an artist’s squiggle, not a name I could decipher enough to see if I recognised it. But at the bottom of the centre, painted in the sea in one shade lighter than the water, were the words: ‘Have You Heard The Story Of The Rose Petal Beach?’.


My eyes moved from the words, to the petal-bedecked beach, to the woman’s face. What she looked like was mostly hidden by swathes and swathes of long, curly black hair but she reminded me of Mirabelle. The way she stood and held herself – confident but relaxed. The smooth dark brown of her skin, the shape of her neck as it was turned away from the painter as she looked deeper into the scene, searching for someone who was out of sight.


‘Everyone does that,’ Mirabelle said as she returned to the room. ‘I say everyone, I mean, most people do that. They can’t help themselves touching the rose petals. They look divine, don’t they?’


Guiltily, sheepishly, I took my hand away from the picture. ‘Sorry,’ I said as she handed me a duck-egg-blue mug, so wide and large it was almost like a soup bowl with a handle. The warmth of the coffee, the sweetness of the sugar wafted out to me a comfort that I didn’t even realise I needed. ‘Thanks.’


‘Don’t be sorry,’ she said, holding onto her mug, my mug’s twin, with both hands. ‘I’m not surprised, it’s a gorgeous painting.’


‘Did you do it?’


‘Me? No! I told the artist the story and this is what she came up with.’


‘Is the story a well-known one, because I don’t think I’ve heard it?’


Her face relaxed into her customary smile. ‘No, not many people have heard it,’ she said dreamily, her fluid body moving almost weightlessly as she crossed the room and sat on the uncomfortable-looking sofa nearest the window and pulled her feet up underneath her. She was barefoot, and comfortable considering how austere her surroundings. Her eyes never left the painting, which she was regarding with a sense of wonder, contemplation and adoration. ‘It’s something I heard years ago that really spoke to me.’


‘Is that you in the picture?’ I asked her.


‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘Can’t believe you noticed, you’re the first person to do so. I knew the artist so I posed for her.’


‘It really is a beautiful painting,’ I replied. I almost said that it was made all the more striking by having her in it, but that would be inappropriate given who she was. ‘Look, sorry to bother you, but can I use your phone to call Scott?’


‘Of course, of course.’ She held out her phone to me, but didn’t release it straight away to my grasp. ‘I’m glad you got locked out,’ she said, ‘because it’s given me a chance to meet you. Scott talks about you a bit but it’s good to meet you properly.’


‘I’m glad I got to meet you, too,’ I replied, ‘although I wouldn’t say I was happy at all about being locked out.’


‘You’re not at all what I expected.’


‘That’s a good thing?’ I replied.


Her nod was enthusiastic and genuine. ‘Oh, that’s a really, really good thing.’


Mirabelle is sitting on the stairs when I open the front door. She is still in her coat, her phone is in her hand and she does not look like she has stepped into the house, gone upstairs, or even moved the whole time I have been away.


As I shut the door as quietly as possible, she stands, raising herself to her full height so she towers over me. She is statuesque, her demeanour always easy and open.


We stare at each other across the gap of the corridor like two animals thrown into a cage and forced to fight their way out. I examine her again, seeing her clearly now when I didn’t really notice before: her stance is closed and defensive, her mouth a black-brown line of silence, her light-coloured eyes warily watching my every move.


My eyes look past her upstairs, straining to catch even the tiniest sound that tells me they’re safe and she hasn’t harmed them.


‘I haven’t done anything to them,’ she says. ‘I didn’t move from here. And they haven’t stirred since you left.’


When I was tearing home, the terror and desperation to get her away from our children spurring me on, I hadn’t thought of what I was going to say to her. I suppose a part of me thought I’d be ripping her away from the girls’ bedside, where she would be, what – standing over them, pillow in hand – then fighting her, not talking to her. It all seems ludicrous now, seeing that she has simply sat waiting for me to return.


I saw Mirabelle yesterday. Yesterday. She was on her way to the shops, dressed in her midnight-blue tracksuit, white and silver trainers on her feet, her hair wound up in a bun, sunglasses on her face. I’d been struck by the oddness of her walking on the other side of the street to our house, almost as if she was trying to avoid what actually happened – me popping out to bring in the recycling bins and seeing her.


She seemed to see me but instead of coming over to have a chat, she’d hurried along the road, her pace increasing. I’d called to her, asking why she wasn’t in work, and she’d turned, grinned at me, but did not stop. Instead, a point at her bare wrist and a wave were thrown my way, before she increased her speed again and disappeared around the bend into the next street.


I’d wondered why she hadn’t come over and now I knew: she couldn’t talk to the wife of the man she’d reported to the police.


Did she know they would arrest him last night, in front of the children? Did she know what she would be doing to my life?


Mirabelle, my husband’s accuser, stands perfectly still, as if petrified by this moment. But coiled, too. Ready to fight if she needs to. She’s my mirror image, of course. I’m frozen too, solidified but also ready to defend myself if necessary.


Her gaze shifts to the door a few times and it dawns on me that she is waiting for me to move away before she leaves the third step of my staircase, before she closes the gap between us for long enough for her to leave.


Mirabelle is scared. Of me? Of being here? Or of how plausible her case would be if the police found out she was in her alleged attacker’s house taking care of his children the night he was arrested?


I step aside, her body tenses in response, broadcasting that she is scared of me. Me. I take another step left, away from the door, and she moves right, off the step. We continue to move like that, almost circling each other, keeping our eyes firmly on our opponent, careful not to give the other even the slightest advantage, until I am on the stairs and she is in front of the door.


Without taking her eyes off me, she reaches behind herself and releases the catch on the door.


‘Why did you even answer the phone to me, knowing what you’d done?’ I ask before she escapes.


‘You wouldn’t understand,’ she says.


She’s probably right, I wouldn’t. I don’t. I don’t understand any of this.


I say nothing to her.


The silence in our house is so large, so all-consuming, the click of the door shutting behind her sounds like a bomb going off.





Beatrix



He was nice, I had a nice evening. Will I be reading the book that is Rufus? At one time, maybe, but now? Probably not. Or maybe, I don’t know. He was nice, he made me laugh, I smiled a lot, but the spark just wasn’t there.


Now, don’t be thinking I’m one of those women who has her head in the clouds and doesn’t know a good thing when she dates it. I do. But, well, last page and all that. He walked me to the taxi rank down by the bottom of the Lanes and we stood there awkwardly, not sure if we should kiss or not. He would have kissed me, but I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea. Then the moment passed, so I stood on tiptoes – more for effect than need since I was in these killer heels – and pressed my lips onto his cheek. His arm slid around my waist, holding me close as I kissed him.

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
            
            
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/patch.jpg
DOROTHY
KOOMSON

The Rose Petal Beach





OEBPS/images/9781780874982.jpg
DOROTHY
KOOMSON

BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE ICE CREAM GIRLS






OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
(Quercus





